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Recurring events in all three operations fall into two broad categories: those events
known to or caused by the attacker to himself and those brought about by the enemy.

) The overwhelming majority of events or traits which help bring about the culminating

W, point are of the former; the attacker hastens his own culminating point more so than does
‘ the enemy. The study finds that a commander's overconfidence and stubborn commitment to
. a flawed course of action contributes most directly to his eventual inability to defend.

The study concludes that a conscious awareness of the concept of the culminating point
can pay great dividends to an operational level commander, but those commanders chosing
3 to ignor the conspicuous events forecasting their culminating point will most likely

! suffer defeat as a result.
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. THE OFERATIONAL CULMINATING FOINT--CAN YDU SEE [T COMING? by

% Major James D. Cocomler, USA, 38 pages.

: ! 3

& " This study analyzes.€5Pee~war}dwwar~{T¥apePatianal mecharized

K forces in the offerse to determine if there are common recurving

* characterxstumﬁtm*traits exhibited by those forces that precede

. §+¥+’ranﬁuforetell\ it is approaching its culminating point. They are]

f% operations are)the German defeat at El Alamein, 194&; the Scoviet

? ' defeat at Kharkaov, 1943; and the German defeat at the EBattle of the

E Bulge, 1344. FM 1@2-5 cites the Clausewitzian concept of the

ﬁ' culminating point as central to undeLstan ing AirlLarnd Battle and

i aperational artd thewefﬁﬂﬁf)g commar 2} te- more® familiar with
passible indicators ar%h understands historical examples of

4 the culminatinmg point has an advantage in making the receszary

i decisions 1in time to prevent his force from passing its culmimating

R point or to allow him to take advantage of an ernemy’s. The study

oY provides the reader:™ anbetter® understanding of the culminating

-+ point concept, its relaticnship to &heyimplementation of

L ductr1ne$)5nme guides to alert of possible approaching culminating

0 pulnts,‘and a commonality of wnderstanding of the culminating point

?ﬁ tthngh<hlstnP1ca; examples.

[ R G S R R

:' Recurring events in all three operations fall into two broad

categories: »those events krown to or caused by the attacker to
himself and those brought about by the ermemy. ' The acverwhelming
majority of events or traits which help bring about the culminating
point are of the former; the attacker hastens his awrﬁbulmiﬂatlng
point more soo thanm does the ernemy.-~The study finds that a

SA commander’s nvarcqpflderce and stubborm commitment to a flawed
course of act1nn,c“n P1bute most directly to his everntual
inability to defend.
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The study concludes that a consciouws awareness of the concept of
the culminating point can pay great dividends to an aperational
level commander, but those commarders chosing to lgricre the
conspicuocus events forecasting their culminating pzint will maost
likely suffer defeat as a result.
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THE OFERATIONAL CULMINATING FOINT-~-CAN YOU SEE IT COMING?

With the publication of the 1982 edition of Field Marual
122-5, Operations, the U.S. Army presented a fightirng doctrive
rooted in classical military theory. FM 120-5 seeks to adapt the
modern battlefield to long—-standivig military principles and actual
military experience with the intent of tying modern land combat
methods and techrniques to a strong foundation. The idea of
evolving tactics and aperations from sound privnciples iz certalniy

necessary and even crucial, but in doing so, some old concepts came

to the forefront that the U.S. Army and mast officers had not
studied in quite some time, if at all. Clausewitz’ idea of the
culminating point is a good example. Yet, doctrine, to be useful,
must be accepted and understood in its own right Qy those wha have
to apply it. FM 1@2-5 cites the concept of the culmihatiﬂgApaint
as central to understandinmg ARirLand Battle and cperatiocna. art and,

comsequently, explains it to its readers. The Clausewitziarn concept

of culminating point is important but how easily can it be
recognized?

The purpose aof this study wiil be tao determirne if there are
commorn recurring characteristics or indicators exhibited by an
operatioral mechanized force 1w the offerse which precede and
foretell that the unit is approaching its culmivnating point. Tre
hypothesis praoposed is that there are common traits which indicate
a unit is approaching its culminating point. Recogrniizing these
indicators will assist a commander iv makivng the recessary

decisions 1 time to prevent his force from passing 1ts culminating

point o £t allow him to take advanmtage of an enemy’ s.
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Irn aperational theory, the culmirating point 1is that time in
every offensive operaticr, unless it is strategically decisive,
where the strength of the attacker rno lornger sigrnificanmtly exceeds
that of the deferder, ard beyornd which contirviued offernsive
coperations therefore risk overextensiorn, counterattack, and
defeat.* FM 122-5 alszs adds, "The art of attack at all levels is
to achieve decisive objectives pefore the culmirmating point is
reached. Conversely, the art of deferse is to hastern the
culmination of the attack, recocgrnize its advent, and be prepared o
go aver to the offernse when 1t arrives. "® fAs rnoted above,
recognizing its advernt is critical to the decision making and
execution process. A commarnder must know more than what a
culminating point is, he must be able to serse cr recogrnize it in
his cwn forces or those of the enemy, then také actior. " Clausewit:z
wrote of the difficulty in recocgrnizivng the culminating point whern
he stated, "If we remember how many factors contribute to an
equation of forces, we will urderstand how difficult it is inm some
cases to determirne which side has the upper hand. Oftern 1t 1s
entirely a matter of the imaginatian, What matters therefore is to

detect the culminating point with discrimirnative judgment. "=

Givern that it 1s important to recognize the culmirmating pounk
for one’s own operaticonal success, but that it is difficalt 2o dx
S, wiuld rnot some common 1ndicators be bereficial to the oommareier
t2> help his discrimirnative judgment? FM 1Q1-5 gives the following
axamples of events that move an operatiocnal offernsive to 1ts
culminating poinmt
"The forward movement of supplies may be
insufficiently organmized or may lack rneeded
transport, or available stocks may be exhausted.

The need tao protect lines of communicaticns fraom
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partisans or regular forces operating on the
flanks or 1n the rear may have sapped the
strength of forward forces to the paoint that the
attacker rno longer has the needed quantitative
advantage. The attacking force may have
suffered sufficient combat losses to tip the
balance of forces. The attacker may have
entered terrain which is more easily defended.
The soldiers of the attacking army may become
physically exhausted and morally less committed
as the attack progresses. The defending force
may have become more determired as large
porticons of territory are laost. The defender
may have beers joined by rnew allies who riow also
feel threaterned. All of these causes, and
combinationsg of them, have resulted irn offersive
culminating points. ™

Uritil the present editiorn of Operationsg, the idea of the
culminating point seldom was spoken of or written about, vet it
occurs 1in every battle and campaign less those where the attacker
achieves success without stopping. Therefore, examples of
culminating points in campaigns should be numercus. This study
will review and analyze three coperaticmal examples from World War
II of units reaching their culminating points, and will look fore
common characteristics or indicators of activities or events
leading to it. Commorn traits then will be evaluated for
applicability taoday for the U.S. Army and, hopefully, will lead tao
a better understandirng of theory and its relationship to doctrine,
proavide some guides to alert of possible approaching culminating
points, assist iv better plarming to prevent friendly culminating
points, and, firmally, provide a commonmality of uanderstanding <2f the

cuulminating point.

o
3
B

Three armies, two German and one Soviet, from World War I1
documented. Each initiated offensive acticon with mecharnised

forces, ther passed 1ts culmirmating point, and was eventually

defeated 1n following battles by the wpposing ernemy. The
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operations are the German defeat at El Alamein, 1942; the Soviet
defeat at Kharkov, 1943; and the German defeat at the Battle of the

Bulge, 1944.

THE GERMAN DEFEAT AT EL ALAMEIN, 1942

During June, 1342 Field Marshal Rommel’s Deutsches Afrika
Korps continued tao press its offensive towards Alexarndria and Caira
after resupplying itself with captured supplies from the fallen
Tobruk port and was only temporarily slowed down by the Eritish
abortive defensive efforts at Mersa Matruh. Rommel’s goal was the
complete expulsion of Allied powers from the African continent,
thus threatening Axis intervention into the Middle East to support
German cperations in southerrn Russia and to demy critical oil
supplies to the Allies. If successful, Rommel would destray
General Auchinleck’s British Eighth Army, the last significant
Allied force positioﬁed to control lines of commurnications to
Turkey, India, southerrn Russia, the Far East amd the Middle East,
as well as the Suez Canal. Although Rommel greatly exceeded
Hitler's initial orders to defernd Tunisia and western Libya, his
operational successes in the battles of North Africa caused Hitler
in the spring of 1342 to support the drive to Cairao thereby
providing a possible strategic envelopment of the Allies. = But, to
accomplish this drive, Rommel would be givernn few additional troops
ard equipment. Germarny’s mairnn effort was and would remairn the
fight irn Russia.

The BRattle of El Alamein cornsisted of two separate battles
faught at the same location. The First BRattle of El Alamein was

fought 2-18 July arnd pitted Rommel’'s weakered but attacking Rfrika
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;? Korps against the equally weakered, defernding forces of Auchinleck.
d The Second Battle of El Alamein was fought 23 October—-4 November
5: and consisted of anm attack and subsequent purcsuit by Gereral

ig Mont gomery against the retreating Axis army. Although the latter
b is widely recognized by historians as the successful battle which
;E caused the Axis tao lose the war in eastern Africa, 1t was, 1n fact,
:? the First EBattle which represented the German operational

W culminating paoint, thus establishing the conditiocns for

;E Mortgomery?s later counteroffernsive. Urtil Rommel attacked at

f; First E1 Alamein where he lost comsiderable forces and supplies,

"

o his army was capable of establishing a deferse or good terrain to
f; its rear against any British countercffernsive from the east, but

; everi then Rommel was teetering close to his army’s culminmating

o point, Irn retrospect, German Gereral HKesselring, Commander 1in

;I Chief of the Mediterrarnear, said that '"giver ocur full krnowledge arT
té the gamble, the attack [German advance at the firet battle oF £1

- Alameinl aught rever to have beern begun".® Muassolivl also agreed:
: "Wherr (Rommel) had twice attacked urnsuccessfully

: before Montgomery’s offernsive he should have with-

x drawrn at crnce to Mersa Matruh... I told (Hitler) we
;} had lost the initiative from Jure 1348 orwards, and
= that a mation which has lost the inmitiative has
- lost the war. "”
'x Recogrnizirng the passing of the culminating point affter tn2
r
2. fact, as Kesselrirng ard Mussolirmy did, 13 of no ase 2o the Frald
v commander. In the Battle of First El Alameirn, reither Rommel nor
N
Ca - .
. Auchirnleck foresaw or ackrnowledged the culminating porst although
"
s2
> indicators were precent.
L)
- Of all thimgs that cortributed to the arrival of Rommel’ s
-
f{ culminating point at Firest E1 Alamelrn, the ore most Sombrl1bubing
I
f\ factor was logilistical shortages. From the begivmirvg, the German
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; High Command had always considered Rommel’s activities in Africa as
b
- a sideshow unworthy of large amounts of supplies that were
) critically reeded elsewhere. And even those supplies he was
|
J allocated, although insignificant, placed an inordirnate demand on
the supply system. Everything needed by his army had t=o be shipped
£
. acrioss the dargerous Mediterrarnearn at great risk, off-loaded at
19
J ports inadequate for evern a small percentage of his reeds, and then
8y
transported hurndreds of miles across the desert in truck cornvoys
)
0 always in short supply.® For many months prior to the E1 Alameirn
)
L
1 attack Rommel was forced to live from hand to mouth and so was not
unaware of the praoblems. David Irving, in his book on Rommel,
h: writes, "He [Rommell was well aware of his awkward situation. His
1
- ammuniticon and gasolinme were low, his units understrength....His
) supply lines were long (1620 miles), while those of the eremy were
o
)
b short (122 miles) arnd well protected.”® Martin varn Creveld, in
L]
)
()
5‘ Supplying War, gives this acpinion af Rommel’s situation in 1342Z:
"With aor without Malta 1n Axis hands, it is
£ guestionable whether anm advarnce on Alexandria would
L, have beer practicable. Evern if Hitler had the addi-
o tionmal forces at his disposal, bringing them to Africa
woiuld have irncreased Farzerarmee’s requirements
N to a point far beyond the combined capacity of
Eernghazi and Tripoli. This in tuwrn would have made
! the accumulation of stores for arn attack a hopeless

task, while the riumber of vehicles required to trans-
port stores inside Africa was far beyond the strintly
limited resaurces of the Wehrmacht."t®

Even the limited supplies, especially fuel, captured at Toorul

were insufficient to take Rommel to the Nile, but Rommel was

o ooy L

determined to g2 an. 1l Yet his army was so starved for essential
2
supplies and =quipment that four ovt of Ffive of his coliders had
K
h] traveled to E1 Alamein in captured British trucks. =
?
4 . .
{ Evern with this krowledge of his supply constraints, Rommel
‘I
" &
&)
1]
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e chose to press the battle, for he was in a desperate situation.
Vart Creveld writes that Rommel’s disregard for his logistical bacse
é placed him in the situation of being unable to stay where he was,
g; s he either had tao fall back or “flee forward'" in the hope of
living off the enemy.®*®?® His decision (or gamble) to move forward
W resulted in many of his units rurming out or limiting their

N expenditure of ammuniticon and fuel at an incpporturne time during

the battle. The difficult supply situaticon, as well as exhaustion
arnd stiffening resistance, brought Panzerarmee to a halt on 4

3: July. *4 Rommel later wrote:
’ L]
t
i "The first essential condition for am army to be able

g to stard the strain of battle is an adequate stock af

A, weapons, petrol and ammunitiorn. In fact, the battle igs
. fouught and decided by the guartermasters before the
g shooting begins. The bravest mern can do rcthing without
: plenty of ammunition; and mnmeither guns nor ammunition are
of much use in mabile warfare unless there are vehicles
with sufficient petraocl tao haul them around. Mairnternance
. must also appraoximate in guantity and quality tao that
jj available to the ernemy."t=
e
‘m Had Rommel appreciated his owrn thoughts about logistics sooner
§ in Ris North African campaign, his attempts to advance beyord his
0,
;4 means might rnot have been undertakern, thus preventing Rommel from
'Y
?‘ exceeding his army’s culminating point.

Arather factor contributing to Rommel's passing of his

culminating point was his army’s shortage of combat troops.

A

Because of the rneed for German traoops in other parts of Europe and
. because of the irnability to supply those Axis soldiers already in
.: Nerth Africa, let alorne more, Rommel was given all the men the
L«
?: Germarn High Command thought he needed to conmduct his directed
5 deferse of Africa. Ever after Rommel’ s offernsive successes, Hibtler
.
k could rizxt o would rot provide more. With rio urnits due 1n and with
¢
E{ the combat attritior of the past several battles, a more cautious

>
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e . . . .
-%| cr conservative gerneral might have tried to corncentrate his

remaining units for a critical, limited aobjective oy perhaps, even

recognized that force ratios required a defensive operation in

crder rnot to exceed his culminrating point. Instead, Rommel,

neither cautious nor conservative, chose to contirnuwe with his

aggressive pursuait and attack of the Eight Army. Rommel’s mistake

was nat 1in being aggressive sirnce audacity, initiative, and agility

are key ingredients to battlefield success and are necessary if ore

is to achieve decisive ends with limited means. Romme2l had been

successful in the past arnd had ro intentions row of charnging his

style. He thought he had the British on the run and could not

afford to give them time to prepare their defernses, rnor would his

. supply paosture allow him to stop. However, he failed correctly to

judge his army’s capacity to match his audacity.

Rommel again intended to attack along the seam betweern the two

Eritish corps, penetrate, anmd farn cut rorth and scuth behind them.

He ernvisiorned British forces would either be destroyed or would run

iri panic as they had in the past. Though, 1if they ran, there would

be rno defernsive line for them to fall back to this time. The

Afrika HKorps® rnext stop would be Alexandria. Rommel calculated his

three German divisions and three Italian corps to have a combired

u

total of 8% medivm arnd light tanks, I29 infarntrymen in each of the
twa pamze2r divislons, L, 008 infanmterymen 1n the grenadier divisioen,
and a total of 3,20Q -~afart:sy, 1rv the three Italian corps. s 17

SN Correll: Rarrerr 1230 10es Qommel's plan as follows:

"Renmme . oo coosad Yo hugstle the Britizh inta a fresh
- E A I A PN A o tazsilng manoeuver. ... liie battle
:- DiLAr wNa3 Yo A T Reommel : hasty, reckless, urmrealistic
.. A DA e .o owariin. But he counted as always
L Posma 4 t s - v mave cansense of rationmal calcula-

o Soa s e Lot e 2rneny, the Braitish Cormmand,
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&5 feavful formltﬁ"cmmmunxcatlons, wauld again lose its
e nerve and bolt, "l
o With his attention focused on the breakthrough, Rommel failed
?? to recognize that his Afrika HKorps had reared its limit; o,
&. recognizing that fact, toock the risk anyway. Orn the eve of battle,
’%I his men were exhausted, sometimes falling asleep in daylight in
% front of the eremy. His army was critically short supplies, vet a
%; third of 1ts limited stocks were still hundreds of miles tao the
s rear awailting transportation to the front., And he had too few
Ef tanmks remaining in his panzer divisions to finish the daz:zling
%Q mareuver which he expected his soldiers to try at a brisk pace.
oy Irving writes, "The pendulum of conflict in the desert had rnow
:% halted. The impetus of Rommel’s Fanzer Army was almost gone, "2
fﬁ Barnett agrees by saying, "If there were a momenrt during the desert
e campaigns wher...destiny seemed to hold its breath, 1t was on the
19
:% night of 3@th June/list July, 1342, This night...marked the turrn of
)
;ﬁ the Second World War..."®2 Ryt Rommel, the great tacticiarn, failed
a0 t2> recogrnize it.

»
. The First Battle of El Alamein was joiwmed but it was nat until
=%_ several days later that Rommel fully realized the condition of his
;*: arnmy. By theri, the damage had been done. The tactical battle
VE: ebbed and flowed back armd forth as boath sides enjoved theilr shara
,i of successes and failures 1n erngagements, but Rommel faxled to
N achieve arny decisive abjectives and eventually had to tuen £t Eha
.
ﬁﬁ tactical deferse. Ivi the process, his strergth was reduced. Thie
o
é?: British czuld replernish rnew units and supplies faster than the very
:i limited reconstituticorn capability of the Axis and, with the Braitish
1{ attack during the Second Battle of El Alameirn, they routed the
h.: Afrika Korps, Rommel’ s successful tactical deferse during the
)
'.‘-' . e o e

! ' Y \' .~'..q' o -
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N first battle could rot withstand the subsequent cperational

counteraffensive from the British in the mext battle of El Alameir.

Consequently, Rommel’s aoperational culminating point was exceeded.
In addition to the indicators present before the battle, other

indicators were available during the battle to warrn Rommel of

e
e
&M possible impending impediments to his army’s ability to defend.
l|'!
ﬂ& The scldiers were driven to exhaustion and were prostrate with

fatigue, tortwred by the sun and thirst. Italianm divisions began

1‘.‘"
kg; to disintegrate and entire battaliocns were deserting in battle.
WX
\
5.\ Several times German units had to be taker out of lime to plug gaps
ity
= left by defeated or departed Italiarn units. When rao combat urnits
ib. were availlable, staff persormel, sigrnalmen, and cooks were used.
23
;fi Intelligence collectiorn assets were lost to combat, thus makiwng it
e
evernn more difficult to determine an accurate picture of the
WK
!§; situation. Added to this was the difficulty of receiving accurate
0%
o, ,
% reports as units, engagements, and the battlefield became more
r
LA 4
confused. =t
!
*'. Rommel himself serised the charnge in the battle and the passing
Ay
Jh]
::A of the tactical imitiative to Auchinleck. He krnew he had only
i)
twenty—-six tarks operational, stretched supply lires, exhausted
B |
=3
k 7 mer, arnd a strengthening British defernse; consequerntly, he gave
il
M
Tty himself orne more day to gainm victory, otherwise he would have to go
b/t )
- to the defernse. At the ernd ~f the next day, 3 July, ne
129 0
Bl
N acknowledged defeat and gave orders for his Army to dig 1in. For
,'.0.‘
Aot
]
3 the rext few days Farzerarmee withstood British counterattacks but
oy
—_— cnly by the slimmest of margins as 1t was all Rommel could do to
La )
o
4%: prevent catastrophe. Eritish breakthroughs caused Rommel to
(
|..".
bw exclaim "the situatiocon was begirming to take on criszsis
e
v tQ

.(;4 P i E-’ ’ ."-'~Q,-"‘-’q ;.-. - 4‘_~:7_~_ . N ;' X o R O »F :_'-._-. . P ; ,\‘f.‘




ofa

PR 3

e X g

X

l

-~
‘o

o

d O S O N N N
) RS T LV o ’. .
..‘.‘ |ﬂ - i\, ", \ \

praoportions. "% At this point, Rommel still had ricot recogrized the
passaqe of his operational culminativg point because, after several
days of rest for his army, he agair attacked and was again checked.
The men and equipment he urwisely experded would be critically
needed at the Second Battle of E1 Alamein.

But, on the cother side of the battlefield, reither Auchinleck
nor his corps commanders recogrnized the important passage of
Rommel’ s operational culmirating point. Instead, they concentrated
o the tactical fight. Or 4 July, Auchinleck told his commarders
the "whole i1idea was to get Rommel over to the defersive, " wot
realizing that he had already done so, and then "attack and destraoy
the ernemy 1in his present positions. "2 Quchinleck ordered his XIII
Corps to attack but only orne brigade made any effort to do so and
thern was repelled. Other formaticns seem hardly to have given the
ordey sericus consideration. During the faollowinmg four days
Auchinleck’s call for initiative went urnheeded as Eighth Army could
do little more thanm shuffle. A killing blow rnow would have ended

the battle, but "there was at this time a suller reluctarce to

mave. " Rarrvett, in The Desert Generals, adds, "Ore brigadier’s
opinion of the plar was that "it doesn’t look real. " The same

brigadier described as "fanciful" an attack by ninety-rirne tarks
and arn infarntry brigade on the fifteen Germar tankz o1 the 13tn
Farnizer Division."®#4 This lack of will and agility, a0 Faiiace
seize the wpportunity precisely at the time when 1t wold have beers
most rewarding gave Rommel the time rnecessary to establish ks

tactical defernse. Fitt, irn The Crucibie of War, corcliades, " “re

face of it the possibilities of dealing the Afrika norps 2 heavs

and possibliy lethal blow were thus rnot as low as might have beer

11
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expected,...while Rommel was left to larnguish at the end of his
extended supply lines."®#S Thereafter, the battle seasawed back and
forth irnconsequentially as both sides grappled to exhaustion and
then reverted to the defernsive to rebuild. The Afrika Korps had
exceeded their operaticmal culminating point and, with Britain’s
edge in logistics, Eighth Army under the command of Montgomery
overwhelmed Rommel at the Second Rattle of E1 Alamein. The fact
that the British did rot or could not take advartape of the German
aperatiornal culmimating point until several months later points ot
that the corncept of the cuminating paint is relative between the
tws opposing forces. The defending force must possess capability
and will to take advarntage of the attacking force’s wealkerning
cordition. Had Auchinleck successfully recognized Rommel’s
situation, perhaps he might als> have halted the British tactical
attacks which were rizt recessary and which only reduced British
combat power. Had Auchinleck focused more on the operational level
of war instead of the tactical battle, he might have gererated
sufficient relative caombat power within a week to irnitiate the
Second Battle of E1l Alamein thereby taking advartage of Rommel’ c
culminating point and, consequently, defeating him saeveral manths

Sooner,

THE SUOVIET LEFEAT AT WHIRKOV, 1343

On 22 Jurne 1341 Hitler lauwrnched OFECRATIOM BARRAROS3A, the
Germarr i1nvasiorn of the Soviet Uniaorn. Germar Army Lroup Sounth faceo
the greatest resistarce in the Ukrairne and what was desigrned as a

quick Germarn victory turned into a long, hard campaign with the

stubbory Russians that ended forward movement at the Yolga River
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}g and at Stalingrad with the encirclement and surrender of the Germar
g
]%. Sixth Army during the winter of 1342/43. The Russians followea
Eﬁ& their success with a gereral counteroffensive aimed at advarcing
%i rapidly to the Dneiper River with the intention of surrounding and
¢
K destroying 75 Axis divisions, thus opening the way for a strategic
gf envelopment of the entire Germarn Army. After two years of defeat,
%% the Soviet command was eager to repay the Nazis.
K4 The Soviet plan called for two deep thrusts of mobile groups
fﬁ- (army size) to attack onm divergent axes without any cperaticonal
W (-
% ; pause that would allow the eremy time to redeploy forces, resupply,
Qh: or prepare fortified deferses. The Soviet High Command fully
%Y expected to meet a retreating, weakered German army ard to do so
S&j with a Soviet advarntage of eight to one in mernm and weapons. &€ To
Rh' accomplish this plan, the Soviet f#onts themselves would have to
&: conduct aperatioms without pause with weakenéd forces, externded
%ﬁ supply lines, and few, if any, reserves.®?7 3talin gave rao
\
o consideration whatsoever to reverting to the defense or aven an
i.g coperaticonal pause, if only temporarily, to prepare for this great
) % offensive. Stalin said, "The Armies of the Gereral Army Group
i), .
A South have been smashed and can anly try to withdraw behind the
iﬂ. Drieiper."=28 Hig subordinate commanders agreed. On 29 January, the
<
Ek% Saviet mobile groups Sixth QArmy and Group Fopov and other
S supporting attacks throughoont the area inmitiated the battle, but i
AEj was the Saoviets who found themselves pushed back across the Dorets
;Eg River by the end of March.
'*f Three factors contributed to the Soviets exceeding their
%ﬁ: culmivatirng point before they achieved decisive success:
%)
ﬁﬁ logistics, tactical operations, and a stubborn commitment to
£ I'LH
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maintaining the offensive.

As already mentioned, the Soviets were attacking with weakened

forces from the irncessant fighting of December and Jarnuary. Baoth

infantry and, more important,

men and machines. Sixth Army had only 42 tanks;

M
—
[

deep operations with arn uncertain supply line.

armor units were drastically short of

Group Popaov, only

Yet, these tw2 armies were expected to conduct Z0@ kilometer

Supply bases were

still far to the rear of the front line ard there were

trucks arnd horvses available to tranmsport rnecescary

ot evicagh

supplies ovae

the bad roads. Group FPopov started the attack with shortages of

fuel arnd ammunition and then
combat force even more when required to

guard supply trains and lines of communicaticoms.

leave forces

inadvertently degraded their own

behind to

By 18 February

Fopov sent the message "All wheels are standing still"”

his disastrous supply situation,

but the Front was =stil

arnd reported

1

ot ready

to abandor the affernsive evern as Popov’s brigades were collapsing.

On 23 February Paopov radiced that all he had left was a harndful of

tanks with rno fuel, ro ammunition,

response was to keep moving and destroy the enemy.
until the following day that Vatutin,
accepted conditionms as they were and
By thern, Fopov?’s Mobile Graoup was

2xi1stence. A Farizer Divisic

1:

and nao food.

ordered the

The Fronmt's

It was rot

the Eromt Commarnder, fully

affernsive Lo halt,

ragmented ard fightirg for 10

i totally destroyved

1t o

February.<? [Logistical roablems alove could have caused the
Y g P

Soviets to exceed their culmirnating point,

The Soviets committed

factors in their culminating point.

Stalirn ard his

but there

several tactical errors that

wenre

athers.

were

cerntiral

military command, STAVKA, were so enamored with the thaought of tho
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3‘: Germans retreating that they felt secure in their plarn for a
. gereral offernsive along the entire 792 mile fraont in scouthern
.‘n , : :
[ Russia. As a conmsequence, armies and fronts did rot keep
AT ’
f%; operational reserves since all combat power wouwld be reeded for the
M
4 . . . . .
“ broad linear push. When situations arose calling for fresh units,
:
fﬂ such as the reinforcement of Group Fopov, no reserves were
A »
%‘: available ta influerce the battle. Fronts had to pull divisions
~ | | —_—
out of line, thus making rnew sectors susceptible tao German attack.
"
Pa Commanders also failed to mass what combat strength they had
, $ left thus limiting their offersive poterntial. Armies permitted
)
) depleted divisions to continue to fight ireffectively instead of
'*‘ . . . . . .
Y regrouping the remaining tanks, artillery and soldiers into fewer
“
A
R
%i: stronger forces. Higher headquarters always pressured subordinates
to maintain the momerntum and to accomplish assigried missions, but
AR
3 by doing so, allowed urnits to get bogged down attempting tasks for
O
155%
X which they were no lornger capable. Several times Fopav’s ftank
\
corps came to the rescue of infantry units which caused FPaopov tao
\j fall farther behind his mission of a deep operaticral drive. Ag
\ .
>,
-~ .
=*j Group Fopov drove deeper, more and more urnits were rieeded to hald
¢ +
1% , .
the flarks against the already counterattacking Germars, which
9,
j{: further degraded the strength of the main effort amd permitted
ﬁw
! : .
by Marctein’s units to attack and destroy, piscemeal, zeveral weak,
br
small forces. =2
:y The firmal error the Soviets made was to aszume incorrectly
-
e A . . -
rpr that the Germarns were retreating; this was their Fatal error
<&
) because, without it, Scocviet commanders might have recogrnized the:r
N
' approaching culminating point, Fram the very beginning the Soviet
«
‘2 commanders maintaired anm urrealistic and overaptimistic attitude
N
LI 1 <
4 “ -
s‘:‘.a \
)
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that Germarns were on the rum and that the decisive victory was at
hand. Lieutenant Calonel Glantz, in his authoritative book on
Saviet offernsive aperations, writes, "An air of urrealism and
cverconfidence had pervaded Soviet headquarters for weeks and
colored all aspects of Soviet planming. That mood would spell doom
for the Soviet offernsive and many of the mer participating in

1t. "3t Carell adds in Scorched Earth that the assumpticon that the

Germarns were in a gereral retreat "rapidly became ar article of
faith."3% But the Soviets were wrongs; they had gros:sly misesad “ha
battlefield!

Commanders from Stalin to corps were so biased by the above
idea that they igriored, misread, or would rnot accept irntelligerce
indicators or reports from subordinates presernting any cther
conclusicr. Evernt as the German Army was destroying Group Fopovw
piecemeal on 13 February, Soviet urnits were receiving this order
fraom the Fronmt, "I order the encirclement and destruction of the
ernemy at Krasnocarmeliskoye. Fully restore the situaticon, Dz ok,
in any case, permit an enemy withdrawal. "33 Warnings of impernding
disaster from the field were igrnored by Vatutinm unmtil 24 February
whert he finally realized the conditicorn of his forces, at which time
he ordered the Front to go to the defense. By ther, 1% was taoo
Late,

In coantrast, Marnsteirn rot only correctly assessed the

RN R W S ks

stkbtuatiorn his army was facing but determined the evemy’

()
-

and prepared his course of action to take advantage of its
weaknssses. Marnstein krew he did rnot bave the forces necessary to

hold a lirnear deferse but his orders from Hitler were rot to give

up t2rritory. Instead, Marstein convinced Hitler to allow Army

16
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"i
¢
‘S Group South freedom of movement which waould establish the
"
L comditions for a major counteraffensive. Glarmtz summarizes:
U
¢ ) .
K "That plan, once formulated, capitalized on superiore
5 German mability and command flexibility. Irn esserce,
¥ permitting an urnhirndered Soviet advarnce in some sectors,
ﬁ by haolding tightly to a few critical sectors, arnd by
: deliberately taking the calculated risk af reducing
German forces to a minimur ive other sectors, Manstein
. intended to gererate sufficient ocperational reserves
ﬁ to mount a coordinated counteroffensive.. .. The plan
% relied on an attack by concentrated forces alang
)Y convergirng axes of advance. It capitalized orn the
- arffensive strength of the 585 FPanzer Corps divizions
. and the syrergistic effect of thne weaker panzer divw 1T
? abtacling on adjacent axes along canverglag Liass, 3
)
h‘ Marnsteir was going to accept the Soviet attaclk, let them
‘..
N
: expend their strerngth while saving his ocwn, and then cournterattack
5 wher the Boviets were 1ncapable of defernding effectively.
<.
- . .
- Maristein’s planm worked perfectly.
"
While the Soviet command never fully recognized the effects of
o8 trnadaquate supply, mistalen tactics, armd a will to atback which waszs
il .
‘o
by rot prudent arnd how these contribuated to their own 1rnability tao
)
) .
attack and thern defa2nd, Manstein certainly did. Marztei1n’s nlarm
1. v
'™ was based on the priviciple that the Russians would extend
\
AN
. themselves tao the point where he could thern unleash his Jdecisivae
K}
L} i~ '
countercoffensive, which rot only would destroy the Soviet attack
. but alszs would s2t the stage for the campaigrn o dyuvz2 B2 urasieg
2 Mamstertrn was root irnterested 1 just stabiliziwmg the ooovoens Dot la,
(A
i T o assist the arecilval of the Soviet ocoualmuvabvmg pouni, moassf2 e
8 - ~
- undertook oaperations directed at Soviet wealrnecssec. Derman A arnd
e
54 .
"t ground missions destroyed swupply bases and transportatoon 530 2m3
>
'
within 3Q@@ kilometers of the fromt to insure a decrelsed c~atzn of
:: supply to the Soviebs, and, during the battle, w1tz mounted
“
‘; speci1al operatiocns to destray supply lirnes within the battle
g
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area.*3 Tactically, the BGerman Army comtirually sought to attack
w2akness with strength and corcentrated 1ts faorcez to do so.

In the Battle of Kharkov, Manstein sought to gain the
initiative and then to retain it. It was Manstein who better
appreciated the concept of the culmirnating point amd helped hasten
its appraoach. Eut 1t was the Soviets whao lost the battle throuwgh
their cwn mistakes. The Soviets rot only did rot anticipate Germarn
capabilities and intentiorns, they alsc failed to look at their cwn

capabilities and couwrses of actions.

THE GERMAN DEFEAT AT THE BATTLE QF THE BRULGE, 1344

Unlike Marmstein®s correct appraisal of Soviet intentions 1o
the Kharkov Campaign, the Rllied appraisal of Germar intenticons and
capabilities in the Arderres ir December 1344 was completely wrang.
The Allies expected ro attaclk, exactly what Hitlev had hopad.
Hitler desperately gambled that arm all-or—wmothing countarorffenzove
to Antwerp would split the Allied forces, destroy the separated
armies 1n the rorth, and thus upset their timetables seriously
erzugh to permit the bulk of the Germar forces 1rn the west fto move
to the east to defernd against the advarcing Russians. Hik Lev? =
gernarals predicted that 1t would rnot work, that ther=2 were ot
2reongh mern and equipment to do the jab, bot Hubler o ganr D2 aocdes s
for @xecuticon anyway. For zeveral months tha German slgh Comman
concentrated forcaes firom all aver the westers Tront b sordersy oy
secrecy to gather the twenty—-five divisions i1mvialved 10 tnis bolao
s farsiye which almost succeeded. The offensive shaosbted LD

December but by the ernd «f Jarmiary this last German attack agairmat
Y Y .

the Allias Ffound 1hasel? Deing oushed back beyond 163 tniatial
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starting positions. Iv the process, Hitler lost 120, 200 men, 820
tarks, and 1,202 plarnes that he could rot replace, thereby apernierg
the duoor for the final [Rllied push into Germany. 3%

Three significant factors caused the Bermans to exceed their
culminating point: Hitler's unyielding will, lcocgistiecs, and the

tactical defernse of the eremy.

:

As has already beern mentiorned, Hitler's gererals were not

T
[yl
—
I

YRt eE R

supportive of the planm from the begirmnming but had 11t
2Rz than to follow the Fushrer’s orders. They had alveady
exhausted their professionmal military views to mo avail. Ever
after seventeen days of combat and still far fraom the initial
mhjy2ective of the Meuse River, Hitler would not yield to the same
gernerals wha had givern him the victories of the past five years.

"The fairilure to sever the corridor ints Bastogre
convinced Gereral var Manmteuffel that he stocc
o chance of taking the town and that the ©ime
had come to abanmdon all thought of continwing the
affersive 1m the Arderrmes. Lest the trooos 10 tha
tip of the salient be trapped, he appealed t:- Field
Marshal Madel on the might of Jarnuary 2 for permiss:arn
to fall back t2 a lime arnchored onm Houffalize. Vo
Luttwitz, who still had troocps in the tip of the hulge,
let his voice to the appeal. Alithough Model agreed
professicnally, he had rno aathaority to sanmcbion with-
drawal or evern to desist in trying to tale Rastogre.
For his troublas in asking, vaorn Manmtewrrfel received
merely arnmother order to attack. '27

Had Hitler listern=2d to his field commandere, z:-har helfoare
wurinag the Acrdennes fiensive, they might have beern able o
stabilice the battls Lty permit an effective derfence, thus Ffresing
the ztrategic reserve for the greatest threat, the Russians. HmoaT
was, ot umtil 3 January did Hitler finmally admit that the
“ffarsive 1n L-2 drdermes had failled, but he Still reguired al

Jrezoamd v B2 balage 2o be defended. Ddrly after uracc2otanlz2 loszeo

d1d he alliw fireces £o withdraw from the salient o 12 Jarnuaary.
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Ammunition and especially fuel shortages contributed
sigrniificantly to the inability of the Germanms to continuve theilr
attack and ultimately to their weak deferse when the Rllies started
pressing. As early as 21 December, the lead division, &d Parnzer,
had run out of gasolire and waited until the 23rd before receiving
enough fuel to continue the attack. This delay and those
experienced by many other unmits gave crucial time to the Allies to
establish a firm defense as new units poured irnto the
area. The fuel crisis had rvot gore unforezeen by the Germans but,
with Etne great effectiveness of Allied strategic and tactical
aerial bombings against fuel production and transportation means,
there just was not enough gasoline to keep the divisions moving.
The Germarn saolutionm to this was to capture American fuel dumps.
Orice this was recogniczed, émericaﬂ saldiers fought doggedly to deny
the Germarns the dumps, the arne thing they reeded most. Without
fuel, the Ardernres offersive ground to a halt.

The orne thing that Model’s Army Group B did wot anticipate and
which directly comtributed the most £o the arrival of the German
culminating point was that the "American soldier was showirng almost
everywhere on the defense a stubborn resistance to being pushed
arcournd that was almost as wrexpectedly hearterning to hiz commanders

153 1t was un@xpectadly dismaving to the Germarns., 'S8 Weigliay says

"The victory inm the Ardernrmes belorged preemingntly
to the American soldier....They L[the Allies] wae: abdle
aventually to regain contral because their soldiers’
stubborrress and bravery did most of the joo for them,
gradually wresting the momavntoam of battle away Traom the
a2rnemny and 17 time restoring it to the Allied commarng. #72

Frivates arnd colonels alike guickly vecognized that the key 5o

aolding the Ardernres with its thick forests, deep ravines, and
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narevow, winding rocads was ta block and control the few major road
Junctions and wvillages through which they tiravelled. Inportant
enigagements were fought rnot only at 8t. Vith, Houffalize, ard
Bastogre but also at other nameless road junctions by mixed groups
of men and units. Their efforts, like those of the legerndary i1@list
ARirborne Division at Bastogre, slowed the Germans encugh for the
Allies to organize, first, a creditable defernise and, by 2%
December, a counteroffersive with Fatton®s Third Army.

The Germans’ operaticrnal culminatinmg point was reached in labo
December, but by the 18th Eiserhower had said that sufficient
information concerning the ernemy’s strength, intenticons, arnd
situation, and of the RAllies capabilities were krown to allow
plarming =f the courteraffensive. Generals FPattorn and Collins
anticipated very early that the Germans could mot sustain their
offernsive, and with ever increasing Allied strerngth, plarmed {or
the counteroffersive. If vzt by wmame, thern by corncept, they baoih
understaod the culminating point.

Field Marshal Montgomery, on the other hand, had ro intenticn
of attachking urtil "he was certain the ernemy had exhausted
himself, "#® Bradley’s call to him forecasting the Germans’
highwater mark to be 26 December had little effect and it was rot
urnt1l after 28 Jaruwary that Morntgomery allowed his wnibs to astach,
By ther, many Germar units had already eccaped from a gpotential
double envelopment with FPatton’®s forces in the scuth, 2t Thiz
represents the difference betweern how two operational commandsrs
r2ad the battlefield, recognized the passage of the culminating

paint, and took timely action to take advantage of 1t.

The Battle of the Bulge shauld rnever have beer fought. German




NW gererals ackrowledged that the strategic culminating point was
alrzady at hanmd but Hitlar p2rsishtod. Once enmgag2d, again the

$ : Germar gererals recogrnized the approach of the ocperaticonal

P culminating point and recommended the tranmsition to the defernse and

again Hitler would not yield until it was too late. Hitler had

last his desperate gamble.

"‘::v
)
’\s
’I"
EVALUATION AND AMNALYSIS
oy
P In the three operations described above, the orfersive playoes
b
é&l in each case exceeded their offerisive operational culminating point
‘e
as evidernced by their eventual defeat at the hands of their
. . . . _ -
3\ anemies. Rommel at El Alameiwn was able tactically to defend Tor a
e short time but this was more & fumctiom of the British rot
Rte
realizing Rommel’s situation or their imability to do anything
- . ‘ L
%; tacticall about it. As soon as the British were ready to conduct
" h Y 7
S
[\ . - . e - _
o their counteroffensive at the Second Rattle of El Slamein, they
3
g M
guickly pressured the Afrika Korps into a retreat. The British had
T2 . | . | ‘ »
o seqgquericed their tactical battles and major cperations to achieve a
B
U
&%4 theater strategic gwal, which is precisely the definition of the
fah
operatiocnal level of war, and the Germans could rnaot defend. The
;‘
fc: same 1s true for the other two battles, except the counter-
{ ;
a: sffengsives were much guicker inm ccourring.
OFf cowrse, three historical accounts are by v meanms & full
o
) arnd conclusive base fraom which Eo draw and Foermualabte vew,
nl
: scientific military principles o rules about the culminating
‘
oot That was wot Lhe purpogse of this study. However, thase
-I:'
S three mechariized coperaticons have provided some common recurring
&:
?. characteristics, traits, or events which may be of bevnefit to a
1
, 22
Q;
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commander in the Eighties to consider and think about. Listed
below are traits arnd events by battle which influerced the

culminating point.

Romme 1l Vatutin Hit
El Rlamein HKharkov Eul

Expectation of decisive results X X
Overconfidence X X
Cdrs didn’t listen to subordinmates P
Subordinates approved cdr’s plan X X
Cdrs stubborrn commitment to go forward X X
Nz option, had to attack X

Thought enemy weak o retreating X i
Cdr had rno desire to go to deferse ® %
Cdr recocgnized culminating point too late x« b
"Dazzling" marneuver plan X X
Few reserves X X
Exhausted saoldiers before attack X X
Whaole units destroyed in attack X X
Ereakdown of intelligerice collection X ¥
Laosses irnicurred made defense impossible X X
Loxgistical shortages X X
Logistical shortages evident beforehand X <
Lovg or difficult lires of communications x X
Shartage =of tranmsportation assets X %
Mot erncugh fuel & ammo to reach objective x ®
Tactical deferse of eremy X X

As shown above, many events happered in all three aperati
and fall into tws broad categories: those events krowr to or

caused by the attacker to himself and those brought about by €

arnemy. The overwhelming majority of events or traits which helped

cauvse the culmirating point are of the former; the aktacker

hastered his cwn culminating point more tham did the eneny.

ler
ge

X
X
X

[l o § -3

e

Rommel, Vatutin, and Hitler all exhibited an overconfiderce

and an expectation of decisive results from which they would rnat

vield, even whern confronmted with many practical problems. They

toak risks with the hopes of achieving great aperaticnal or

strategic victories just as history has shown many other battl

where calculated risks have praoduced great results. Confidence

Qex
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crme’s plans 1s not a fault but it must be balarnced with an hornest
acceptarce of capabilities. There is a differerce bhetween a
reasoned, calculated rizk and a baold, uncalculated gamble.
Commanders are expected to make riecessary decisions based on the
facts at hand and in corncert with their military gernius to arrive
at a proper course of actiaon. In these three battles, though, the
commanders intentionally disregarded or overlooked supply proolems,
force ratios, troop conditionms, ernemy capabilities, and

sudnordinates’ views, all facts Mnown beforebhand, and expectad thaie

b

military gernius and a cooperative evemy to brivng victory. Had they
riot been so overconfident, Rommel, Vatutin, or Hitler might have
appreciated soocner the ather factaors which influernced their
culminating points.

Even 1if orie accepts the assumption that the three commanders
did fully consider logistics amd combat ratios before the battles,
military professionals must still questicon all three’s stubborwn
caommitment to continue the attack lorng past obvious-problems which
wonld influence the cutcome against them. Reports of whole
divisions rurming out of fuel or declining battle because of
shortage of ammunitiorn, exhausted scoldiers, destroyed brigades, and

pleas from field commarders, combined oy singular, shonld conpel

il
i

the prudent commander to recovsider the feasibility of th
apeErat 1on. These tnree commanders sti1ll were givinyg oedess To
attack whern their uwrits were already too weak to defend.

A large part of the aoverconfidernce shared by Ruomma2l and
Yatutirn was caused by the belief that the ernemy was already becotazn

and on the ourn. Whether this was arn irntelligernce failuwre or oa

miscaloculation an the part of the commanders, believirng the a2remv
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was ir disarray substantiated their decisions to continue the
attacla. Thiz irnaccurate and imaginary belied in 1 defaated erneny
further compounded 1tself when reports came ivn cutliving an
aggressively defending enemy. Surely, these incidernts were
isolated and overstated! The generals could not accept a defeated
army turning to defernd, let alore gernerating the combat power to
attack. Such reports were returned with admoniticons to keep to the
plar.

The attacking armies had desigred their maneuvar plans to be
the first step in a strategically successful campaign and,
consequently, were so engrossed with winnming the war that they were
urwilling to concede the rneed to defend while still fighting bthe
first battle. Rgain, commanders focused their attentiorn on the
ultimate end and did4not adequately prepare and study the mearns and
ways to accomplish 1t. Why shaoutld they? These same armies in
2arlier days had given their commanders what they wanted undar
adverse conditions and were expected to do 3o once again.

Rzmmel’s, Vatutin’s, and Hitler’'s "daz:zling" plans waould bBring
suuccess before any significant shortcomings could interfore, =so
they thought. But conditions had changed although Rommel’ s,
Vatutin’s, and Hitler's overconfidence would rot let them consider
suehn things.

Anather self-inflicted, corntributing factor 0 the culmimatog
point was the severe logistical situation shared oy all biveoae
armies before ard during their offermsives.  In each case, shortages
were kinown heforehand but were rot allowed to dictatz or pnmberione
with the operatiorns. Had the supply situwaticn rnot been so bad,

therea might be some basis for acceptinmg the audacity of the three
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plans, but 1rv light of what is krnown now, many wonder why they were
2ven 1ritiated. Whether at El1 Alamein, Kharkov, or the Ardernes,
commanders knowingly committed their forces to the operation
without encugh fuel or ammunition to reach objectives. Rommel had
already allowed himself to get into a supply situation which
required him either to attack or withdraw. Vatutin could rniot

supply himself at his foward line of troops, yvet his Group Fopov

il

and &th Army were to drive 302 kilumeters into the ernemy. Hitler?
firny Group B depended on bthe capture of U.S. fuel dumps to reach
the Meuse River. Still, commanders?! averconfiderce and belief in a
weak enemy evidently led them to disregard logistical prablems
which subsequently contributed to the culmirating point in each
case.

The histaorical cases present other common characteristics of
arn approaching culminating point which the attackers permitited to
TICC Y. They are listed in the chart and, although rot diccussed in
detail here, are equally importamt to the understandinmg of the

culmirnatirng point.

The second broad category of events leading to the culminating
priat were those induced or caused by Auchinleck, Manstein, and
E 1 senhowar, Althoagh none of the commarnders spoke of the
culminatinmg point by mname, tihey all knew they had to defe2nd long

2rough to survive while attriting the attacker before they could

laurnch a cournteraffernsive. Auchinleck's actioms at El Alamein
perhaps show that he leaszt understood the corncept ard wasted some
af his potential combat power through indecisive tactical

counterattacks, whern he should have beern preparing for a decisive

«
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; counteraoffensive. There were times at El Alamein when Rommel was

A

! vulrmerable, as he himself had wasted forces on tactical attacks.

s Manstein rnot only reacted to the ernemy’s culminating point, he

E planrned his operation around it. His plan contributed the most

g towards helping the Russians pass the paoint of no return, at which

% time he was ready to go on the offensive. Manstein alss understaod

) the differernce between thirking at the tactical arnd cperational
level of war. He was preparing the battlefield rvot just for the

I defeat of the Saoviet Army at Mharkov but for the ol low-on

| of fensive at HKursk. Im contrast, Auchinleck thought at the

‘ tactical level and, because he did so, missed the ocpportunity to

. laurnch ar aperatiocnal offensive that would bave led more guickly to

Y Rommel’s demise in Africa.

. Initially, Eisenhower and his gererals were busy trying to

} stabilize the tactical battle and, when accomplished throuwgin a

: combiration of aggressive fighting by soldiers and the positicrning

! of unmits by gernerals, they tuwned their attention to a

f counteraffensive. They evern estimated the day the Germans would be

;3 at their culminating point and plarned an offersive by Patton.

? What Eiserhower could nat do was to convince Mormtgomery of the

jf same, thereby allowing the bulk of the Germarn Army Lo 2scapa.

7? To defeat the attacking forces, all three defaerdivg commorosy s

S sought the traditional military end, the destructiom of tha

z opposing force. Losses inflicted, whether by destructiorn of winole

: urnits, attrition, or by broop exbhauwstion, eventually caused Lhe

4

' attackers to stop and defend, but by thern, losses 1rcwrred bad !

e already made ar operaticrnal defernse impossible. j

£ A more indirect way all three contributed to the eremies’
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5§w irability to defend was the ongoing attack of the cpposing force’s
'.rr:‘
B}
logistical and transportation assets. While the attackers failed
R
) to recognize their supply problems arnd the resulting effects on
ﬁit‘ g
-!,
}'ﬁ their attacks, the defernders aggravated the attackers’ situation by
‘,. -
) g
directing forces against logistics to add to the supply
..'" X
*' constraints. In a long war 1t is natural to attack the eremy’s
252N .
in*; logistical base and all sides in WW I1 reaped such berefits. Eut
Wy
Manstein persorally did the most of the three commanders to
N X
;%* tnfluence supply proablems for his particular operation and batt s
o
f*; area by directing attacls on enemy laogistics to a line 0@ miles
'..' )
)
behirnd the FLOT, thus deryirng the Soviets tactical or cperational
"
by,
“; supply for the duwration of the battle. Again, he was proactive 1
s
-
lx#: his desire to hasten the Saviet culminating point anmd iweluded iwn
[ .\
his plarms attacks on ernemy logistics as ore of the ways to help
E XN
v
o ce it ta
¥t cause 1t to happen.
iy
'ﬁ$ Two other importanmt events caused by the deferders which
B
RAX)
: contributed to the culminating point are ocbviows but importamt to
A | | i o )
- ment 1.ov. First, the ruormal fog and frictionm of war and the
wh
:*, destruction of s many eremy units, to irnclude critical
l. )
L1
_- intelligernce ard sigrmal units, resulted in a breakdown of
e
‘QA intelligence collection and reporting and a failure tao send
o
a | accuratse reports to higher headguarters. With arm e leay protoss,
st
M A )
f attacking headguarters made more mistakes arnd waitbtad loager o omas»
”»y A
e
nm{ decisions. Second, the tactical defermse fought much harder or
1K)
(AN
[
4$, smarter than expected by the attackers which dramatically upseat
o
‘:.I_‘..,'
their ans.
o heir plan
x';':',
vg Several traits, characteristics, or events were common to the
BN
Wy
Q& three campaligns 1w explaimirg why the operational culmimating point
R z8
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cocurrad. The onme which contributed the most was the overconfidoent
arnd stubborn mindocet of the attacking commanders which clouded o
ratiornal acceptance of facts. The orne most clearly present and
observable to the attacker was the logistical shortages. The ore
most unexpected by the attacker was the aggressive defernse and
damage caused by the defender. The orie least understood is why the
attacking commanders would rnot permit their umits to go o the
defersive until it was too late.

It 15 further 1nteresting to rate that of the Z2ix commandcers
invalved, Manstein’s actions indicate that he had a clearer
appreciation for and application of the culmirmating point corcept.
Irstead of reacting to the attackers' culminating point after the
fact as the British and the Americarns did, Mansteirn plarvmed for and
intentionally helped influence the arrival of the ernemy’s
culminating polnt and then executed a sequernced plan to take

advantage of it.

This study of the cperations at El1 Alameirn, HKharkaov, and the
Bulge has provided some commorn recurring characteristics or trait:s
exhibited by WW Il ocffersive operaticnal forces which may hbe usefol
to Ehe moderrn commander to consider as forecasters of an
aporoaching culmivating polnt, either for hic own Forces or Fos
Enose of the eneamy. Commanders and their staffs wiil havs to
analyze these events 1rn comtext with the currvent <ituatron and uoo
their judgment to decide a degree of applicability. Whila 1t may
bhe obvious that a Iogistical shortfall will eventually upsst
plan, the guestion of whern and to what extert 135 ciriftical to

whether 1t wi1ill hastern a culminating point or just cause ar
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imcornveriience while the objectives are still met. It must be
remembered that obvicus lagistical shortfalls wers disregarded by
the German and Soviet commanders in the examples, and because they
were, the timing of the culminating point was affected. The same
is true for the other commaon events or traits. They were relevant
to those specific battles and may be useful as indicators in the
future, but they carrmct be used as a checklist to detect a
culminat ing point. The indicators are rnot meant Lo be a new aresa

of military science, but ocnly an additicon to one’ g brnowloedgae

use 1 military art.

It is 1mportant to note that the culmimating point 1s relative
to the ernemy and rnot an absslute, unilateral event. The enemy must
respond to an attacking force’s passage of its culminating point to
give the culmirnating point mearning, otherwise the attacker may
=t1l]l achieve success. If the attacker does achieve zuccesszs, bhon,
by definition, he has rnot pgassed his culminating point. I an
attacker'’s combat power 1s reduced to almost rnothivg in comparizsom
to the defernder’s (whether because of poor logistics ar a strang

efernse), yet contirnues the attack ard is succescsful, thern he has
rnzt passed his culminating point because the deferder did not or

could mot take advantage and force upon the attacker the

culminating point. History gives many 2xamples of 3 o235k Ly
inferi1or attacking force wirming the battle becausze the weisnder

did rnat use his caombat power effectively to force tiho ath acier b
stop. The corncept of the culmimating point, like war, m2ots aoon
two opposing sides sesking sup@riorilby and vichory ow2e oach obivae,

Inm Rommel’s case, he was unable to succeed because he was past has )

cperaticnal culmimating point and the British r@acted o Rommel and
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taok advantage, albeilt several monmths later.

The concept o7 the culmivnating point 1s certainly still]
ralaevant and applicable. Like marmy octher Clausewibtzian concephts,
it serves as an underlying principle of U.S. Army doctrine, as
evidenced by FM 1Q@-5's allocatiom of anm apperndix to key coricepts.
Military professiconals shouwld riot become cobsessed with the
culmiratimg point but it must be part of their vocabulary and
urderstanding <f Qrmy doctrine. The corcept should be raized o a
nigher level of crncorousress and discussed openly doriag e
preparation and conduct of operatiorns. The essernce of combat 1=z to
achieve your abjectives before you reach your own culminating
point, or to cause the eremy to pass his culminating point =o0 you
can take advantage =f 1it. FiM 12@-3 writes of the culminating
point, “While rot riew to the US Army in applicaticorn, (it haz) rnot
oeernn dealt with i1 doctrinal literature for come time, amd (1t s
terminology may tnerefore be unfamiliar to many [Buerican
suldiers. "4®

The corncept of the culminating point is a mind-set to be used
consclienticously as Mamstein employed 1t. Eiserhower’s goal was ncoh
t> be beatern at the Rattle of the Bulge and his method was to beog

the Macsis' plam from working, then to initiats a coovnteracthion,

Maristein’s 1ntent was not aoverly to conceryr himself with tro 2o
plam, but to cause Nis plan ©o wark, FFevom the begilaniag, lae iz
sought to regain the initfiative while Zisenhower reacted. =T

fairrness b2 Eisernhower, the Allies were complately surprissd by Lk

i

Serman attack in the firdenrnes while Marnstelrn arnticizatsd the attack

agairnst him. \

It 15 alsa important to recognize the levels of culmirnating
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points. Each level of execution of war, strategic, operatioral,

oy
'
P . . . , ) ,
and tactical, has a corresponding culminat Ling povan bhat oan
! »
s influerce the cutcome of an engagement o battle (tactical), a
.r,.'.-
".\" : . . .
o0 major operatiocrn or campaign (operaticnal), or of the war
T ; i i 1
* (strategic). Apperdix B of FM 122-5 explairns and cites several
-i_.’
%b‘ examples of each. Rommel ackrnowledged the culminating point buot
)
5 onmly at the tactical level. Wheri he had rebuilt erncough after a2 Few
" ) . . = .
days, he again attacked. Had he beer thinkivg of the operaticomal
] . , . . . - . -
= Tcualminating pornt, he might have saved his forces Fooc bhe defose o
e
‘8 - —_ - -y . .o
SN 2 the Second Battle of El Alamein. Hitler would rnob even
) . . . . . - .
- reccgnize the tactical culminating point, but by fighting the
b ‘a' . - - . .
> nattle too long Hitler passed his operational culminating poimnt on
-.;_;
iﬂ. the western front in the Ardermes and set the stage for a quicker
o
8 victory by the Allies.
- The culminating point, 1f recogniced, serves as the trigger
- 21 for the counta2rattack or countercoffersive. By definmiiix
.
viztory should be assured sirnce the attacker vio longer has the
.x - B e - - .
~" capanility ta successfully defend. Taoday, commanders coould sela=ct
>y
.~ applicable evernts leading to or forecasting an eremy’ =z oulmination
L | | . |
print and thew direct intelligence collection assets to looke Foee
. th-3e as primity intelligence requirements. Sernzing tha
-‘.'
' ] }
-~ calmiaariag oovan 1s oibircal Lo takinmg advantages ool U,
RN
LR . . o ! N
puck i nleck never did zeng2 Rommel’ s cperatioral culminatiog ool oo
'xi , . . . \ .
s and thus denleted his fore2s urmecessarlly 1nm wndecisivz Yamt oo
B> .
N . v .
s erngagemernts. Movmtgomery was still warting to make zure the Lermans
19
~ad ansolutz2ly passed 1%, and, conszquently, failed o 2o his zacn
v, £t bag the Germarn Army.
. .
- "'
5 Fimally, 1t 135 1mportant to rote that the predominant
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recirring bratts o events which caused the culmivating potnte of
the three campaigns to D2 yeachod shoald have bBeen 2y cdont o S
commanders before action was 1mitiated. Force raticos, logistics,
and troop exhaustion can reasonably be calculated before battle.
The commanders’ overconfidence and stubborr commitmernt to a flawed

course of actian contributed most directly to their culminating

points.

The review oF the three battles did yireld scme recurcing
characteristics or traits that may be of use today 1w forecasting
the approach of a culminating point, but, more 1mportant, the stody,
fournd that a conscious awareness of the corncept of the culminmating
point can pay great dividends to an operatioval commander. At the
same time, the study discovered Ehat saome commanders choza b
Lgrere the consplrouwnus events forecasting theier culmynating poler s
arnd they suffered def=ats as a re2sulth. The majoriby of Eihasae
averts were under the contral of the attacker; the attachkirng
commander contributed maore to his own defeat than dod Bhe doedend ooy
eremy. Also, the culmirnating point 1s relative to the actionms

Ealcay by SYhe oremy and rmot 1ndeperndent of Ehom,

LA Mas reratreduced the culmivmabt iy ool b b o0
Ared has sbarbked oo @adacatlon ovocess bo haelp o020t e
calmimating point with the “"discoraimimabtivio judygmens " Dl aosaw: B
3a1d WwAS ARcessary., A better onderstanciag o the, amg via
r2latiornship £ Soctrine 1o important; wnderst andieg the 2
crrc2pt af Ehe cualmisaabting point 1s orne 2xample. WO LD zommandaa-s

af those that did urderstard 14 better

provide some g3ood a.amples




than their contemporaries, Those that did were more successful in
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their campaigns.
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